The Work in Support of Human Rights by Gomis, Joan
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., -. . . bution to the struggle to build a world whire ríghts are guaranteed, one that believes in 
. . 
. . freedom, and where the respect for people's rights contributes to their realization as 
e .  
individuals. 
O 
The experience of various segrnents of Cataian society during the years of the Eraco 
dictatorship, in support of nationai and human rights, was a valuable preparation which 
has meantthat now, in the present democratic situation, there are a numoer or uuaauves 
aimed at the defence and promotion of human rights. These initiatives do dbt onlv over- 
ate in the field of Catalan society, but extend their solidarity around the world, either 
T H E  W O R K  IN SUPPORT O F  
HUMAN R I G H T S  
IN CATALONIA AT PRESENT m R E  ARE A NüMEER OF 
ORGANIZATIONS, OLD AND NEW, LAIC AND CONFESSIONAL, 
E m R  BORN HERE OR LINKED TO INTERNATIONAL 
ORGANIZATIONS, THAT HAVE BUILT UP A NETWORK OF 
ASSOCIATIONS iN THE FIELD OF THE DEFENCE OF HUMAN, CIVIL 
AND POLITICAL RIGHTS. 
J O A N  G O M l S  P R E S I D E N T  JUSTICIA J P A U  
O t is a well-known fad that he recent history of human rights begins at he end of the sevan- 
teenth cen& with ihe drowing up of 
the dsclaration of independence of the 
United States and he successive declar- 
ations of human and civil rights during the 
time of the French Revolution. But those 
who have token an intemt in the history 
of the Spanish date know that there is a 
statement that has  been frequenfly re- 
peated, almost down to the present time: 
that Spain had not yet Iived the French 
Revolution. 
And here is a great deal af truth to fhe 
statement, since during fhe nineteenth 
cenhiry and a good part of the twentieth, 
fhe only atternpfs that were mode to i n b -  
duce democratic politics into these Iands, 
that is to say the exercise of hurnan rights, 
or at any rate those relatad fo politia or 
culture, were generally speaking quickly 
supprsssed. Throughout this long, despo- 
tic night, the situation in this respect was 
espscially serious in Catalonia, within the 
general aihiatíon in he Spanish state. She 
saw her national identity denied, and 
even worse, persecuted, crlong wifh her 
righf to defend it, ond h e  right to use 
her own Ianguuge in public. 
During the lost decades of this period, 
under he Franco regime, Catalonia's 
collective rights sufFered tke sort of 
treotment one would expect from any dic- 
tatorship, made worse in this case by the 
fact that the regime mode Spanish nation- 
alism one of iis main tenets. But in *ose 
not so far off days there were sfill a num- 
ber of exornples of the defence of all 
those human nghfs that were forbidden or 
M e d  in Catalonia. Broad secfors of the 
populdon, from clandestine political par- 
ties to culkiml organizations, took pari in 
these octivities, which became increus- 
ingly frequent as the yeors went by, and 
which had the supporí of part of the 
Cathotic church, 
This series of actions, almost always 
he obiect of retatiotions, or at the very 
leas+, of obstructionist measures, where 
somefimes spectacular, often inconspi- 
cuous, ond are fhe pide of the Catalan 
society of those ywrs and a lesson in he 
promofion and defence of hurnan rights. 
The situation changed after the deoth of 
Franco and duhg the difficult petiod of 
transition to democracy, with the arrival 
and recogniiion of he principies of the 
French Revoluíion. Cutalonia, often with 
the fwerishness that comes from anxiovs 
waiting, tived the opening of the roads to 
freedorn with mass dernonstrations, some 
as unforgemble as fhat of 1 1 th Septem- 
ber +he Catalan national holiday- in 
1977. After the previous, brief iinterludes, 
especially fhat of the Second Spanish Re- 
pubIic, Catalonia started on an era of nor- 
mality in he history of human rights. 
This nomality does not ihply the exis- 
tence of a complete or perfect respect for 
human rights, either here or, in al1 certain- 
ty, anywhere else, though in each case 
degrees and chamcteristics may differ. 
What it doec mean ¡S that we are working 
within a legal fromework hot recognizes 
human rights as a basic philosophy 
common to al1 developed countries. At the 
head d this incomplete ond sometimes 
fragile normality is fhe defence of the na- 
tional rights of Cdalonia. 
Spain's constitvtion establishes the country 
as a 'state of autonomies' in an atternpt to 
solve her plurinotionality. This is not the 
occasion for an examination of the history 
and characteristics of Cotalonia's 1 979 
statute of autonomy, and naturally the 
Catalan political parties vary in their opi- 
nion of it, but ten yeors rrfter the insti- 
Mionalization of auionomy, they have al1 
accepted it and most of them, though with 
widely varying formulae, odvocate an 
increase in the powers of the Cotalan 
autonomous government, so often at 
odds wifh the central government, whkh, 
like al1 governments, jealously guards 
against possible rivals. 
What is important now is that the national 
rights of Catalonia have, to a certain ex- 
tent, been recognized and quite frequent- 
ly defended, even by broad sectors of the 
immigrant, Castilian-speaking population, 
who, in general, tend to demand a 
greater, more comfortable recognition of 
those rights. But alongside these collective 
political and cultural rights there are indi- 
vidual~ who need special care and atten- 
tion. There are also many people whose 
financial and social rights, quite apart 
from the public institutions of any demo- 
cratic society -and here we should men- 
tion the Sindic de Greuges, the Cata- 
lan ombudsman-, also need other, pri- 
vate channels by which to protect those 
rights that the authorities sometimes tend 
to forget. 
Over the last few years a great number of 
organizations have been present in 
Catalonia -some of them already estab- 
lished or heirs to previous, similar organi- 
zations, others new, several laic, some 
confessional, some born here, others 
linked to international organizations- 
that have begun to create a network of 
associations in the field of the defence of 
human, civil and political rights. While not 
pretending to give a complete list, one 
could mention certain professional associ- 
ations -in particular, logically, the Col- 
legi d'Advocafs-, the lnstitute for Human 
Rights, the United Nations Association, the 
Cenfre UNESCO, Amnesty International, 
Jusfícia i Pau, and other, more modest ini- 
tiatives working, for example, for the 
rights of the detained or in social rehabili- 
tation, for the rights of refugees from 
other countries, affected here by immi- 
gration laws that leave much to be 
desired, in the defence of conscientious 
objectors opposed to compulsory military 
service, also at the mercy of a law that has 
many deplorable points, or for the rights 
of prisoners of conscience in any country. 
In Catalonia, as in almost al1 industrial so- , 
cieties of our time, there are also people 
who suffer financial hardships, and whose 
numbers are growing thanks to the unem- 
ployment that marks the age we live in; 
this is the so-called fourth world. For them, 
the fine words of the present Spanish con- 
stitution regarding rights are mere rheto- 
ric, not to say sarcasm. These growing so- 
cial groups, who usually fail to benefit 
from the work of the public institutions, 
and are forgotten by neo-liberalism, have 
motivated the often admirable task of a 
series of organizations, some already 
existing, many of them new ones, that try 
to attend to the trampled rights of al1 
these people, starting with the basic right 
to be properly fed and to be housed with 
the minimum of decency. Carifas, Acció 
Solidaria contra I'Afur, the recent Funda- 
ció Familia i Benesfar Social, and many 
others that prefer the anonymity of their 
day to day work to noisy publicity. This 
assistance, which should obviously not 
make our society's leaders forget the poli- 
tical and economic action that must be 
taken against the causes of poverty, is an- 
other aspect of the work in defence of hu- 
man rights in Catalonia today. 
In the field of non-governmental organi- 
zations, there is the whole range of the 
so-called third generation rights, the realm 
of solidarity, although it is often difficult to 
draw a distinction, and many of the or- 
ganizations mentioned work in different 
areas. But mention must be made of spe- 
cific activities in support of peace, such as 
those of the Fundació per la Pau, the In- 
ternational University of Sant Cugat or 
Pax Chrisfi, and the many pacifist groups 
that showed their strength on the occasion 
of the NATO referendum. Attention 
should be drawn to the remarkable work 
of organizations for co-operation in de- 
velopment. Ten or twelve years ago, work 
in support of the rights of the peoples of 
the Third World was limited to a handful 
of active organizations -Mans Unides, 
Missió i Desenvolupament, Agermana- 
men t...-, and today, the Cafalunya Soli- 
daria campaign, part of the Council of 
Europe's campaign for interdependence 
and North-South solidarity, is organized 
by twenty-four Catalan organizations 
who are active in this field. In no way does 
this mean that Catalan society or its insti- 
tutions are examples of awareness of 
these priority problems; but at least it is a 
favourable sign of their growing interest. 
All these networks of associations, helped 
by a proper, normal legal system that is 
tolerant if no more, are still something 
young, not yet fully formed, something 
that is just starting out and does not yet 
reach al1 sectors of society. In a country 
like Catalonia, with its tradition of fighting 
for its rights, there are a lot of people who 
try to make an effective contribution to the 
job of promoting and defending human 
rights which, recognized in theory but in 
practice demanded, have been handed 
down to us al1 at once: the first, second 
and third generation of rights. It is 
therefore evident that those men and 
women of Catalonia who, coming from a 
range of ideological families, coincide in 
giving top priority to the fundamental dig- 
nity of al1 human beings and their resulting 
rights, will not be short of work. 
But it is also clear, from the examples of 
countries with a longer history of political 
democracy, that for a democracy to be 
fully alive, alongside truly representative 
public institutions, it needs networks of 
non-governmental associations that colla- 
borate to ensure that the advancement of 
human rights does not take place only at 
the level of fine -and often unkept- 
words. In this field too, Catalonia is pre- 
pared to face the future, and will always 
be so. • 

